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Abstract
Research in the field of rumor belief and transmission has consistently noted a
"validity effect" whereas when quantifiable exposure (e.g., repetition, length of time) to a
rumor increases the perceived validity of the rumor is magnified. In the present study
repetition, source credibility, and rumor valence are manipulated to test for effects on the
willingness to act upon a rumor. Cacioppo and Petty's (1982) Need for Cognition (NFC),
Litman and Pezza 's (2005) Attitudes towards Gossip- Social Value (ATG-S), and
Webster and K.ruglanski's (1994) Need for Closure (NFCL) personality scales are also
measured and analyzed for predictive power of the dependent variable. Participants were
given forty eight scenarios varying on rumor valence, repetition, and source credibility
and rated their willingness to act upon the rumor. Repetition, source credibility, ATG-S
scores, and NFC scores were all positively correlated with willingness to act upon a
rumor. Further, Source Credibility and ATG-S were found to qualifY the effect of
repetition.
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The effects of repetition, source credibility,
and individual differences on the willingness to act upon a rumor

Do rumors actually play a significant role in our behavior? Literature both in and
out of the scientific realm supports the conclusion that they do. The effect of rumors on
behavior is perhaps most apparent in times of natural disaster or when one's well-being is
put in jeopardy. Chinese rumors about an imminent earthquake elicited frenzied behavior
such as spending money in savings, hoarding food, and trying to leave the area (Prasad,
1935). Three days after a very small blast of radioactive steam accidentally shot out from
the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, a rumor that
the entire plant's explosion was looming spread quickly through adjacent cities. Many
people (including my mother who lived in Baltimore at the time) debated fleeing for their
safety (Rosnow, 1991). A rumor that Hong Kong was dealing with a horrible SARS
outbreak caused "mass panic and buying binges throughout the region" (Jardin, 2003).
Rumors have contributed to the onset of race riots (Horowitz, 2001). Prior to the
Chicago race riot of 1919, rumors were spread that violence would take place on July 4th.
However, nothing actually took place on July 4th, but the rumors in effect added to the
tensions that would eventually lead to the tragedy on the 2ih of July (Knopf, 1975). It is
important to understand why and how rumors can cause such behavior that often affect
individuals and society as a whole in paramount ways.
Formal rumor research began primarily with the publication of a book, The
Psychology ofRumor, by Allport and Postman (1947), outlining the "law of rumor". The

authors proposed that the transmission of rumors is affected by an incident's importance
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and the amount of ambiguity attributed to the incident. Their book has important
historical significance, but the law of rumor (though still often cited) has been shown to
be largely incorrect (Rosnow, 1991).
Modem research has focused primarily on factors that contribute to either the
transmission of a rumor to others, or simply belief in that rumor. Rosnow (1991) outlined
four major predictors of transmission: anxiety, uncertainty, outcome-relevant
involvement, and credulity (trust in the rumor). The relationship between these variables
is complex (see Pezza & Beckstead, 2006, for a recent review) and tends to focus on
reactions to rumors that are heard directly. In this study, I will concentrate primarily on
responses to rumors that are heard indirectly. ·For example, although most people hear
about rumors one at a time from other individuals, increasingly people must decide how
to respond to rumors based only on summary information about those rumors. For
example, Kelly (2004) reports that Saddam Hussein was provided with daily reports of
the most commonly heard rumors. Although he did not personally hear these rumors as
they were transmitted "on the street" he nevertheless knew what they were and had to act
on them. Presidents of companies no doubt also receive such summary information
concerning negative rumors about their corporations (e.g., Koenig, 1985). To my
knowledge, however, no research has examined the effect of providing summary
information.

In this thesis I will focus on the effect ofhearing a rumor repeatedly (or at least
being informed that a rumor has been repeated) and the credibility of the source of the
rumor. In addition, I will outline some individual difference measures that may predict
the extent to which these two factors are taken into account.

1....
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Basic Repetition Research

Most of the research on the effect of repetition has not involved rumors, but rather
judging the validity of general knowledge statements (e.g., "Absinthe is a precious
gem"). Boehm ( 1994) suggested that repeating a statement would increase its judged
familiarity, and this increase in familiarity would be used as a cue to the validity or truth
of the statement. In his first experiment, participants were asked to rate the validity and
familiarity of twenty-eight statements. A week later these participants viewed a second
list of statements, half of which were repeated from the first session and half of which
were not. Both familiarity and validity ratings were higher for repeated statements. In a
second experiment, forty copies of a poster containing one objectively true statement and
one objectively false statement were displayed on a college campus for three days. A
week later, student participants were asked to rate the validity and familiarity of the two
statements found on the posters and four additional statements not seen on the posters.
Validity and familiarity ratings were both significantly higher for repeated statements,
regardless of the objective truthfulness of the statements. In a third experiment,
participants were split into two categories of"experts" (psychology majors) and "nonexperts" (students who had never completed a psychology course). The participants rated
thirty two statements, half of which were psychology related and half of which measured
general knowledge. Additionally, half of all statements were objectively true and the
other half objectively false. The participants returned for a second session and once
again, half of the statements were repeated and the other half were new statements.
Surprisingly, results showed that the "experts" were more likely to rate the repeated false
psychology statements as more valid than the "non-experts". Possibly, the repeated
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statements seemed more familiar and therefore more valid to the "experts" because they
paid more attention to the psychology related statements in the first session.
Although Boehm's (1994) basic finding has been replicated (e.g., Arkes, Hackett,
& Boehm, 1989; Hasher, Goldstein, & Toppino, 1977; Schwartz, 1982) only a few

studies have examined the effect of repetition on actual rumors. Further, most of these
studies have not produced situations in which participants had much to lose by stating
their belief in the rumor. Indeed, of the research described below, only one unpublished
study actually reports the extent to which the repetition of a rumor changed people's
behavior.

.,.

Repetition in Rumor Domain

Fragale and Heath (2004) asked participants to read through a packet of flash
cards containing six different food industry rumors. Three were repeated in the packet
five times and the other three were repeated two times. They found that the rumors that
were exposed five times would be rated as more believable than those that were repeated
only twice.
Gibbons, Lukowski, and Walker (2005) asked participants to rate the believability
of eighteen news headlines. Of these, nine headlines were found to be relatively
"believable" during pilot testing, whereas the other nine were found to be relatively
"unbelievable". The following day, the participants again rated the believability of the
eighteen headlines as well as eighteen additional, new headlines (again, half relatively
believable and half relatively unbelievable). Although the initially unbelievable
headlines became more believable with a single repetition, the initially believable
headlines either were unaffected by repetition (Experiment 2) or actually declined in
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believability somewhat (Experiment 1). Gibbons et al. suggested that unbelievable
headlines are more "emotion-eliciting and attention-grabbing" (p. 276) than usual day-today experiences. This might cause participants to pay more attention to the headlines,
thus magnifying the repetition effect. Indeed, in a third experiment, they found that
mildly unbelievable headlines with the longest exposure time (e.g., 4 min versus 1 min)
showed the greatest increases in belief. Although Gibbons et al. did not address this
possibility, their initial ratings for believable headlines were sufficiently high that ceiling
effects might have prevented additional increases in their belief.
DiFonzo (1994) asked stock brokers about mar~et rumors that they had heard.
The researcher asked participants to rate their initial belief upon first exposure and then
their belief after further exposure to the rumor from subsequent sources. Results showed
that the number of different sources (repetitions) was positively correlated with rumor
belief.
Weinberg, Regan, Weiman, Thon, Kuehn, Mond, et al (1980) found that
individuals who transmitted a rumor about a hit and run accident were exposed to that
rumor at least two or three times before spreading the rumor to others. Note that unlike
the other studies mentioned prior, this study assesses the effects of repetition on the
transmission of rumors rather than on belief (although Pezzo & Beckstead, 2006, have
shown that belief is an excellent predictor of transmission). However, in both this and
the DiFonzo (1994) study above, the researchers were relying on self reports from the
participants rather than experimental manipulation of repetition. Because both studies are
correlational, the possibility that those who did transmit the rumor felt social pressures to
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report that they heard the rumor repeated more times than those who didn't transmit the
rumor cannot be ruled out.
Finally, one unpublished study has experimentally manipulated the repetition of
rumors in a natural setting (Pezza, 1994). In this study, college students were asked to
decide which of two experiments they wished to participate in based only on their titles
(e.g., "People Power" vs "Social Apathy"). Pilot testing indicated that most participants
preferred People Power. However, in some conditions, confederates were used to plant a
negative rumor about that experiment, suggesting that it was long and boring.
Participants were randomly selected to hear the rumor once, twice, or not at all.
Participants in the two repetition conditions were less likely to choose People Power than
those in the one repetition and no rumor conditions. Interestingly, stated belief in the
rumor was not affected by the repetition manipulation. This may be because participants
gave their belief ratings after being told that the rumor had been planted.
Source Credibility
One can assume that the confederates in the Pezza (1994) study, because they
were actual students, were of relatively high credibility. However, source credibility was
not experimentally manipulated in that study. Although a few studies have examined the
relationship between source credibility and belief in, or transmission of, a rumor, only
one study has directly manipulated credibility.
Jaeger, Anthony, and Rosnow (1980) examined the relationship between source
of a rumor, anxiety, and the likelihood of spreading the rumor. During a class period,
either a student or the professor asked if anyone had heard a rumor that "three or four ...
students smoked 'grass' [marijuana] during the final exam?" (p. 475). A week later the

-~ - -
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participants filled out a questionnaire and reported whether or not they had transmitted
the rumor to someone else. Surprisingly, the source of the rumor (professor vs student)
did not have a significant main effect on likelihood of transmission. However,
considerably more participants that had high trait anxiety transmitted the rumor when the
source was a fellow student than when it was the professor. Jaeger, Anthony, and
Rosnow noted that although a professor might normally be considered to be a high
credibility source, given the topic of the rumor (smoking marijuana), the student was
probably perceived as the higher credibility source.
Although the present research does not focus on anxiety, it will use rumors of
both positive and negative valence. Although this manipulation will be included primarily
to increase sample size in a within-subject design, one could argue that negative rumors
might be associated with greater anxiety. To the extent that this is true, presumably the
effect of credibility might be stronger when the rumor is negative.
The few remaining studies that examined the effects of source credibility did not
actually manipulate this factor. For example, in DiFonzo 's (1994) stock broker study,
mentioned earlier, the effect of source credibility on beliefwas also examined. He
assessed credibility of a given source by asking the participants what percentage of the
rumors (in the past) that they heard from that source were actually true. Although source
credibility was assessed in only six cases, the positive correlation between source
credibility and rumor belief was very strong (r = .88).
Porter (1984) examined the effects of rumors on the discontinuance ofbirthcontrol use in the Dominican Republic. She found that individuals who had heard
negative rumors about a type of birth control from someone with expertise (either

-
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someone that they trusted in most cases or someone that they trusted specifically for
information regarding birth control) were more likely to believe the rumor than if the
source was not an expert or if they could not attribute a source to the rumor.
Because these studies are correlational, it is difficult to know if source credibility
contributed to belief in the rumor, or if belief in the rumor contributed to perceptions of
the credibility of the source. Although the latter might seem less likely, Fragale and
Heath (2004) have documented the effect by experimentally manipulating belief (via a
repetition manipulation!) and measuring source credibility. Participants were instructed to
indicate which source they thought the different food industry rumors were more likely to
have come from, The National Enquirer (low credibility) or Consumer Reports (high
credibility). The researchers found that the rumors perceived as more believable were
more likely to be attributed to the high-credibility source than the low-credibility source
(See also Knapp, 1944).
Overall, past research seems to suggest that rumors originating from a high
credibility source would be believed more than those from a low credibility source. The
effect of credibility over many repetitions, however, is less clear. One might presume that
a low credibility source would not benefit as much as a high credibility source from the
repetition of a rumor. Indeed, to the extent that a low credibility source appears to benefit
from others believing a rumor (i.e., trying to pull a "fast one") people may become even
less likely to believe or act upon it as it is repeated.

Individual Differences
Past research has also looked at the effects of individual differences on belief and
transmission of rumors. For example, as mentioned earlier, Jaeger, et al. (1980) found
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that participants high in trait anxiety were more likely to transmit rumors than
participants low in trait anxiety, but only when the rumor came from a fellow student
rather than a professor. Jaeger, et al. also measured social desirability scores (Crowne &
Marlowe, 1964), but found that it was not a significant predictor of rumor transmission.
Because the focus of this study is related to persuasion, one individual difference
of interest is the Need for Cognition (NFC) (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982). NFC measures
the degree to which people enjoy and partake in complex cognitive tasks. Typically,
research shows that those low in NFC do not spend as much time thinking about a
persuasive message and are more persuaded by visceral or emotional appeals rather than
by logic. Those high in NFC tend to spend more time thinking about and elaborating on
a persuasive message. Recall that both Gibbons et al. (2005, Study 2 & 3) and Boehm
(1994, Study 3) found that when more attention and thought is given to a statement it is
believed more. Therefore, one would expect individuals high in NFC to be more
persuaded by a rumor than those low. Nevertheless, Boehm (1994, Study 1) did not find
any effect of Need for Cognition on the size of the validity effect. This may be, however,
because the large number of statements participants were given prevented them from
thinking about any one statement for very long.
Recently, Litman and Pezza (2005) created the Attitudes Toward Gossip scale
(ATG) that measures "the thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about the nature of gossip" (p.
965). One subscale, the ATG-S, is of particular interest because it measures the extent to
which people enjoy talking about gossip and rumor. As with those high in NFC, we
might predict that those high in ATG-S would be apt to spend more time thinking about
and considering any particular rumor they hear. This might produce the same sort of
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effect as hearing a rumor repeatedly. Litman & Pezzo also found that high scores on the
ATG-S subscale were associated with low need for social approval (Strahan & Gerbasi,
1972), perhaps suggesting a willingness to take risks, such as acting on a rumor without
confirmation of its truth. Finally, the ATG-S was significantly correlated (r == .5) with
.
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(Litman & Pezzo, 2005, p . 974). Although rumor valence 1s not a pnmary ocu

s here this
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finding suggests that high A TG-S participants may be more likely to act on a negative
than a positive rumor.
A final measure is the need for cognitive closure (NFCL) (Webster & Kruglanski,
1994), which is a measure of "desire for predictability, preference for order and structure,
discomfort with ambiguity, decisiveness, and close-mindedness" (p.l 049). Based on this
definition, one might presume that an individual who is low in need for closure would be
more willing to act upon a rumor given that rumors are often ambiguous.

l)ependentA1easure
One final consideration concerns the dependent measure used in previous
.
.
.
. ly on belief in
research. As mentioned earlier, past studtes have focused almost exc1us1ve
a rumor or on the transmission of that rumor. It is not difficult, however, to think of
situations in which one must decide whether or not to act upon a rumor (e.g., suicide
bomber will attack the local mall) that is not necessarily captured by either belief or
transmission. One exception is the study by Pezzo (1994), which did show that intentions
to act (i.e., choose an experiment to participate in) were affected by rumor repetition.
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Recall, however, that Pezza did not measure or control for credibility in his study, nor did
he repeat the rumor multiple times.
The Present Study
This study will examine the effects of repetition, source credibility, valence, and
individual differences on the willingness to act upon a rumor. Unlike past research in
which either belief in a rumor or the tendency to transmit a rumor were measured, the
present study will ask people to decide whether or not to act on a potentially important
rumor. In particular, participants will be asked to imagine that they are an investigative
reporter and to decide whether or not to pursue a rumor that might result in an important
news story. Participants will be given forty eight conditions that vary in repetition,
source credibility, and valence. In contrast to the rather subtle repetition manipulation of
validity effect research (burying the target statement among a number of other unrelated
statements), this study will use a more direct approach. Participants will be explicitly
told how many times the rumor was repeated.
Based on previous research, the following six predictions were made concerning
the independent variables of repetition, source credibility, and the three individual
difference measures. No predictions were made for valence or for the 3 different
examples of high and low credibility sources.
Hl:

Repetition:

Participants' stated willingness to act on the rumor (pursue

the lead) would increase as a function of the number of times they were
told they heard the rumor.
H2:

Credibility: Participants will be more likely to act on the rumor when it is
heard from a highly credible source than from a low credibility source

l
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H3:

Interaction: The main effects in H1 and H2 will be qualified by a

credibility x repetition interaction. Repetitions from a high credibility
source will have a stronger effect than from a low credibility source.
Multiple repetitions from a low credibility may actually decrease
willingness to act on the rumor.
H4:

Attitudes Toward Gossip : Participants with a high ATG-S score will be

more willing to act upon a rumor than those with a low score.
H5:

Need for Closure : Participants with a low NFCL score will be more

willing to act upon rumors than those with a high score. However, as
repetitions increase this effect may become less significant.
H6:

Need for Cognition: Participants with a high NFC score will be more

willing to act upon rumors than those with a low score.

Method
Participants

Sixty four undergraduate psychology students (81% female) at the University of
South Florida St. Petersburg received extra-credit towards their course grade for
participating in the study.
Procedure

Participants were seated at computers and given instructions for completion of the
online survey created using Macromedia Authorware 6. 5 software. Half of the
participants first completed three individual difference measures: Need for Cognition
(Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984), Attitudes Toward Gossip (Litman & Pezzo, 2005), and
Need for Cognitive Closure (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994). The other half of the

participants completed these at the end of the experiment. The first twenty five
participants in the study completed the individual differences portion using paper and
pencil format because the scales had not yet been included with the online survey.
Special care was taken to randomize the order of the scales manually and in the online
version.
At the beginning of the actual experiment, participants read the following
instructions:

Imagine you are a young investigative journalist working for a well known
newspaper. While working on your assigned case, you hear a rumor about a
much bigger story than the one you are currently working on. If this rumor is
true, breaking the story would be a great benefit for your career. However, if the
rumor is false, you'll be wasting a lot of time, and another reporter may break the
original story. We are going to present you with 48 different circumstances under
which this rumor could have been heard For each of these circumstances, your
job is simply to indicate how likely you would be to drop your original story, and
pursue the new one.

Forty eight scenarios were constructed by the crossing of four independent
(within-subject) variables, which are described below.

Valence. Half of the 48 rumors were positive and half were negative.
Repetition. All participants were asked to imagine that they heard this rumor
either 1 2, 3, or 4 times (n = 12 for each condition).

Source Credibility. Half of the 48 rumors were said to originate from either a
high or low credibility person. To provide adequate stimulus sampling, three different
types of low credibility sources (convicted felon, homeless person, drug dealer) and high
credibility sources (minister, college professor, police officer) were used, although this
variable was not analyzed.
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Each participant read and rated all 48 scenarios in a completely within-subjects
design. Scenarios were presented in random order across participants and data was
submitted anonymously. Figures 1.1-1.4 show screenshots of four examples ofthe 48
different possible scenarios.

Results
After the data was collected, a 2 (valence) x 4 (repetition) x 2 (source credibility)
repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted to determine which independent variables
and interactions had a significant effect on likelihood of a person pursuing the rumor. As
stated earlier, the fourth independent variable of source type was not included in any
analyses.
Basic Findings
Repetition. As repetitions increased so did the willingness to pursue the rumor,
F(3,174) = 85.5 p < .001, ·r/parrial= .60. This main effect can be seen in Figure 2.
Further, as can be seen in this figure there was a significant quadratic component, F(1,58)
= 24.7, p =< .001, r/partiaf=.30
Credibility. High credibility (M = 2.39) sources lead to a greater willingness to
pursue the rumor than the lower credibility sources (M = 2.06), F(1,17) = 103.6 p < .001,
r/partial=

.86.

Repetition x Credibility Interaction. The effect of repetition was slightly (though
significantly) qualified by source credibility. Figure 3 shows that the repetition effect
was somewhat stronger for the high credibility source than for the low credibility source,
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F(l,63) = 26.3, p < .001, rt 2pania1= .29. This interaction was most apparent between 1 and
2 repetitions.
Individual Differences
Attitudes Toward Gossip. Participants with a High ATG-S score were more

willing to pursue the rumor than those with a Low ATG-S score, F(l,56) = 2.548 p =
.116, rt 2parna1= .044. It was also found that ATG-S qualified the effects of repetition in
that low ATG-S scores significantly reduced the effect of repetition, F(1,56) = 4.596, p =
.036, rt 2partial= .076 (See Figure 4). Interesting, although not statistically significant, a
trend showed an interaction between valence and ATG-S. Whereas people high in ATGS were slightly more likely to pursue the rumor in the negative valence condition, those
who were low in ATG-S were considerably less likely to pursue the negative than the
positive rumor, F(1,56) = 2.548, p = .116 (See Figure 5).
Need for Closure. NFCL scores alone did not predict the willingness to pursue

the rumor, F< l. However, NFCL qualified the effects of the ATG-S x Repetition
interaction, F(3, 150) = 5.783, p = .001, rt 2partial= .10. For participants with high NFCL
scores, the ATG-S x Repetition interaction diminished and almost completely
disappeared, whereas the A TG-S x Repetition interaction was most apparent when NFCL
scores were low. (See Figure 6)
Need for Cognition. Participants with a High NFC (M= 2.78) were significantly

more willing to pursue the rumor than those with a Low NFC (M = 2.48), F(1 ,58) =
2

5.402,p = .024, rt partial= .085.

-
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Discussion
This is the first study to show that the knowledge that a rumor has been repeated
is positively correlated with the decision to act upon that rumor. Previous research has
shown that the repetition of general knowledge statements leads to an increase in their
perceived validity (Arkes et al., 1989; Boehm, 1994; Hasher et al., 1977, & Schwartz,
1982), but not that it changes behavior. Further, researchers examining the validity effect
tend to use a subtle repetition manipulation in which a number of repeated statements are
embedded among a number of other unrepeated statements. There is no reason to believe
that participants spend very much time focusing on any particular statement as they might
with a given rumor.
Although Pezzo (1994) has shown a similar repetition effect to that found in the
present study, he did not use summary information, but rather arranged for his subjects to
"overhear" the rumor during the experiment. Making decisions based on summary
information is already important for political leaders (Kelly, 2004), and may become
more common as the growth ofblogs and other technological innovations allow people to
quickly categorize and quantify rumors.

The Repetition Function
Whereas most past research bas examined the effects of repeating rumors at only
two levels (e.g. , 1 or 2 repetitions), the current study examined four levels of rumor
repetition (1, 2, 3, or 4 repetitions). One exception to this is DiFonzo (1994), but he did
not experimentally manipulate repetitions. Having more than two data points allows one
to determine if the relationship between repetition and behavior is non-linear. As can be
seen in Figure 2, as repetitions increased so did the willingness to pursue the rumor.
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However, note that the effect is curvilinear- it becomes less strong as the number of
repetitions increases from one to four. Consider the implications of this. For instance, in
the field of marketing, at some point repeating a claim about a product may become less
cost effective.
This diminishing return is even more dramatic when individuals were low in
ATG-S (see Figure 4). For these individuals, there was almost no difference in the effect
of three or four repetitions on the willingness to pursue the rumor.
Individual Differences

Individuals with high ATG-S scores were more likely to pursue the rumor than
those with low ATG-S scores. Perhaps more interesting was a marginally significant
finding that the effect of ATG-S score was qualified by the valence of the rumor (see
Figure 5). Whereas, high ATG-S participants showed a slight increase in willingness to
pursue the negative rumor, low ATG-S participants were much less likely to pursue the
negative rumor than they were the positive rumor. This fmding is consistent with Litman
and Pezzo (2005+) who suggested that low ATG-S individuals are less fond of negative
rumors because of the potentially unjustifiable detrimental effects that they can have on
the target's reputation.
NFCL scores were unable to predict the willingness to pursue the rumor.
However, they did qualify the interaction between ATG-S and repetition. As can be seen
in Figure 6, the interaction between ATG-S and repetition is driven almost entirely by the
low NFCL participants. Although the effect of repetition is still clear for high NFCL
participants, the interaction with ATG-S virtually disappears. One argument for this
finding is that participants with a low NFCL are more willing to accept the risk of
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pursuing a news story based solely on a rumor. This combined with the enjoyment that
high A TG-S individuals have for rumor and gossip leads to the highest likelihood of
pursuing the news story. For people high in ATG-S, but also high in NFCL, it may be
that they would normally feel fine transmitting the rumor but are less likely to act upon a
rumor when consequences are at stake.
Finally, as predicted, participants with high NFC scores were more likely to
pursue the news story than those with low NFC scores. As discussed earlier, high NFC
individuals may have thought more and longer about the rumor, creating a sort of proxy
for the repetition effect. If this is true, it also becomes clear that NFC did not interact with
repetition because it has essentially the same effect. High NFC participants may also be
more curious about the rumor and thus more willing to pursue the story to determine its
validity. Whereas low NFC individuals may see pursuing the rumor as a waste of time
when they are already working on a story that they know is true.

Source Credibility
Not surprisingly, source credibility was also shown to affect the willingness to
pursue the new lead which corresponds with past research on the effects of source
credibility on the believability and/or transmission of rumors (DiFonzo, 1994; Porter,
1984). However, these studies relied on participant self-reports on the perceived
credibility of the source rather than actually manipulating credibility in a controlled
setting. In contrast, this study experimentally manipulated source credibility in a
controlled envirornnent. For that reason, the present research is a valuable example of
reliable evidence that source credibility directly affects the willingness to act upon a
rumor.
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Source credibility also interacted with the effect of repetition on the willingness to
pursue the rumor. As can be seen in Figure 3, the effect of interaction was slightly
greater when the source was credible. Further, this interaction was arguably strongest
between one and two repetitions. Willingness to pursue the news story when the rumor
came from a low credibility source actually became stronger for three and four
repetitions. This effect could be attributed to an individual's logical thought processes
where it seems very improbable that four sources would all !mow the same false story
regardless of credibility.
Limitations of the Study
This study showed that repetition of a rumor increases the likelihood of pursuing
a news story concerning that rumor. It borrowed heavily from research that showed that
belief is affected by repetition, extending it to behavior. However, because belief was not
measured in the present study, it is unclear whether belief or some other factor mediated
the effects of repetition on behavior. Only one previous study examined both behavior
and belief (Pezzo, 1994), but this study asked about belief after participants already lmew
the study involved deception, and so responses very well may have been compromised.
Future research in this area should look at the relationship between belief and action more
closely.
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Graphs, Figures, and Scales
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Case# 27

You've heard that three people on the city council have
secret investments in a pornographic mov ie company.
You hav e heard this rumor from 1 police officer

Would you drop your current story and pursue !he new lead in !his situation?
DofinltalyNot
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ProbablyNot

Valence: Negative
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Repetition: 1

Credibility: high

Case# 2

You've heard that a family has donated 5 million dollars
to the Boy's and Girls C lub of America chapter in their
local city. A donation this size is a record for the
chapter.
You have heard this rumor from 3 ministers

Would you drop your current story and pursue !he new lead in !his situation?
Oonnnoty Not

Valence: Positive

)[

Probably Not

)[

Unsure

)[ Pro babtyWoutd )[

Repetition:3

Defin~otyWoutd

Credibility: high
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Figure 1.3
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Case #4

You've heard that three people on the city council hav e
secret investments in a pornographic movie company.
You hav e heard this rumor from 3 drug dealers

Would you drop your current story and pursue the new lead in this situation?
Definitely Not

)[

Probably Not

Valence: Negative
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Unsura
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Prob ably Wo uld

J[

Definit ely Would

Repetition: 3
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Figure 1.4
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Case# 6

You've heard that a family has donated 5 million dollars
to the Boy's and Girls Club of America chapter in their
local city. A donation this size is a record for the
chapter.
You have heard this rumor from 2 police officers

Would you drop your current story and pursue the new lead in this situation?
Definitely Not

Valence: Positive

)(

Probably Not

)[

Unsure

][ Prob ably Would

Repetition: 2

J(

Definitely Would

Credibility: high
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Figure 2

Main Effect ofRepetition
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Figure 3

Source Credibility by Repetition Interaction
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Figure 4

ATG-S by Repetition Interaction
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Figure 5

ATG-S by Valence Interaction
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Figure 6

NFCL by ATG-S by Repetition Interaction

Low NFCL

~

3.75
3.55
3.35
3.15
2.95
2.75

~

2.551

...

~

ca
c

8.

:I

.9

~

i

2.35
2.15
1.95
1.75

/----------·
.
,

~

-+-ATG-S High
• • • ATG-S Low

•

~

2

1

3

4

Repetitions

High NFCL

~

ca

~

~

.9

~

~

i

3.75
3.55
3.35
3.15
2.95
2.75
2.55
2.35
2.15
1.95
1.75

~

I

~

•
1

,

2

3
Repetitions

..:I

4

11-+-ATG-S High
• • ·ATG-S Low

32
Attitudes toward Gossip and Rumor-S Scale (Litman and Pezzo, 2005)

Using the scale below, indicate how stronglyyou agree with each statement. Write a number in each space.
1

2

3

4

Strongly
DISAGREE

5

Strongly
AGREE

1.

I like to share what I hear about others.

2.

Gossip is a good ice-breaker.

3.

It's fun to talk about other people.

4.

I love to know what is going on in other people's lives.

5.

I always mind my own business instead of gossiping.

6.

Gossiping is a great way to pass the time.
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Need for Cognition Scale (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982)
Using the scale below, indicate how stronglyy ou agree with each statement. Write a number in each space.
1

2

Strongly

3

4

uncertain

DISAGREE

5

Strongly
AGREE

1.

I prefer complex to simple problems.

2.

I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of thinking.

3. _ _ Thinking is not my idea of fun.
4.

I'd rather do something requiring litde thought than something sure to challenge my
thinking abilities.

5.

I try to anticipate and avoid situations where I may have to think in depth about something.

6.

I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.

7.

I only think as hard as I have to.

8.

I prefer to think about small, daily projects to long-term ones.

9.

I like tasks that require litde thought once I've learned them.

10. _ _

The idea of relying on thought to make my way to the top appeals to me.

11. _ _

I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solutions to problems.

12.

Learning new ways to think doesn't excite me very much.

13.

I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles that I must solve.

14.

The notion of thinking abstracdy is appealing to me.

15.

I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to one that's
somewhat important but doesn't require much thought.

16.

I feel relief rather than satisfaction after completing a task that required a lot of
mental effort.

17.

It's enough for m e that something gets the job done: I don't care how or why it
works.

18.

I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me
personally.

~
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Need for Closure Scale (Webster and l{ruglanski, 1994)

Indicate how strongly you agree with each statement. Answer based on your overall
personality, not any particular event.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly DISAGREE

1.

--

6

Strong!y AGREE

I think that having clear rules and order at work is essential for success.
Even after I've made up my mind, I am always eager to consider a different opinion.

2.
3.

I don't like situations that are uncertain

4.

I dislike questions that could be answered in many different ways.

5.

I like to have friends who are unpredictable.

6.

I find that a well-ordered life with regular hours suits my temperament.

7.

--

8.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

expect.
I feel uncomfortable when I don't understand the reason why an event occurred in my life
I feel irritated when one person disagrees with what everyone else in a group b elieves

9.
10. -

When dining out, I like to go to places where I have been before so that I know what to

-

I hate to change my plans at the last minute
I don't like to go into a situation without knowing what I can expect from it.
When I go shopping, I have difficulty deciding exactly what it is that I want
When faced with a problem I usually see the one best solution very quickly
When I am confused about an important issue, I feel very upset
I tend to put off making important decisions until the last possible moment

16.

I usually make important decisions quickly and confidently

17.

I would describe myself as indecisive

18.

I think it is fun to change my plans at the last moment

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.

I en joy the uncertainty of going into a new situation without knowing what might happen
My personal space is usually messy and disorganized
In most social conflicts, I can easily see which side is right and which is wrong
I tend to struggle with most decisions
Orderliness and organization are among the most important characteristics of a good student

35
24.

- -

25.
26.

I don't like to be with people who are capable of unexpected actions.

- - I prefer to socialize with familiar friends because I know what to expect from them.

27.
28.

When considering most conflict situations, I can usually see how both sides could be right.

I think that I would learn best in a class that lacks clearly stated objectives and requirements
--

When thinking about a problem, I consider as many different opinions on the issue as
possible

29.

I like to know what people are thinking all the time

30.

I dislike it when a person's statement could mean many different things

31.

It's annoying to listen to someone who cannot seem to make up his or her mind.

32. - -

I find that establishing a consistent routine enables me to enjoy life more

33.

I enjoy having a clear and structured mode of life

34.

I prefer interacting with people whose opinions are very different from my own

35.

I like to have a place for everything and everything in its place

36.

I feel uncomfortable when someone's meaning or intention is unclear to me

37. 38.

-

When trying to solve a problem, I often see so many possible options that it's confusing.
I always see many possible solutions to problems I face

39.

I'd rather know bad news than stay in a state of uncertainty

40.

I do not usually consult many different opinions before forming my own view

41.

I dislike unpredictable situations

42.

I dislike the routine aspects of my work (studies)

